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Week 10. Developmental Theories: Crime and the Life Course 
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Foundations of Developmental Theory 


e Population Heterogeneity versus State 
Dependence 


e Three Views of Criminal Career Development 


— independent yet interrelated developmental views: 
e |. Life Course Theory 
— Age graded /turning points theory 
— Criminal behavior is a dynamic process 
° Il. Propensity Theory 
— Human behavior is controlled by latent traits 


° Ill. Trajectory Theory 


— There are multiple trajectories in a criminal career 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 


e Population Heterogeneity versus State 
Dependence 
— Population heterogeneity 


e People differ in their propensity to commit crime 
e Yet, the propensity to commit crime is stable overa 
persons life 
— State dependence 


e The propensity to commit crime is constantly changing 
over a person’s life 


Class Discussion/Activity 


Discuss the question of whether people do or do 
not change over their life. Which theory do you 
think is more correct: population heterogeneity 
or state dependence? 


Life-Course Fundamentals 


e Relationships and behaviors determine adult 
life course. 


— Children learn conformity to social rules and to 
function effectively in society. 


— Later, they begin careers, leave parental homes, 
find permanent relationships, and marry and 
begin families. 


— Transitions take place in order. 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 


|. Life-Course Theories 


— Criminality is a dynamic process 


e Age of onset: Early onset 


— Research shows the earlier the onset of anti-social behavior, 
the more serious forms of criminality later 


— The earlier the onset of criminality, the more frequent, 
varied, and sustained the criminal career 


— Problem Behavior Syndrome (PBS) 
— Continuity of crime 
— Age-graded theory 


Life-Course Fundamentals 


e Problem Behavior Syndrome 
e Crime is one of many anti-social behaviors 
— A cluster of linked antisocial behaviors 
— Crime is a social problem rather than a result of 
other social problems. 


e e.g., family dysfunction, substance abuse, smoking, 
precocious sexuality and early pregnancy, educational 
underachievement, suicide attempts, sensation 
seeking, and unemployment, and crime. 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 


e Age-Graded Theory 
— Turning points 
e Life events that enable adult offenders to desist from crime 
— Difficult age transitions - associated with delinquency 
— Social capital 
e Supports conventional behavior and inhibits deviance 


e Cumulative disadvantage increases likelihood of criminal acts 
— Lack of social capital and presence of social problems 


e Testing age-graded theory 
— People change over their life course 


— Criminal careers can be reversed if life conditions 
e Love, marriage, and criminality 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 


Childhood = ~~ Adolescence Transition Young Transition 
(0-10) Aon 8) to young | adulthood to middle 
adulthood (25-32) adulthood 


(17-25) (32-45) 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 


Il. Propensity Theory 
— Latent traits / Propensity 
— Some people have a personal attribute they were born with or 
obtained early in life that makes them crime prone 


° E.g. Low IQ (genes, impulsive temperament) will lead to higher offending 
in adolescence and adulthood regardless of marriage and employment 


— The opportunity to commit crime goes down over the life-course 
— Latent trait disrupts normal socialization 
e Crime and human nature 


— Biological (e.g. body type) and psychological traits influence crime 
behavior 


Latent Trait Theories 


e State Dependence 


— the propensity to commit crime is constantly 
changing, affected by environmental influences 
and changing life events 


— Latent trait disrupts normal socialization 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 
II. Propensity theory 


General Theory of Crime (GTC) 
e Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi 
e low self-control is key to offending (focus on the now) 
— Early parental socialization is key to developing self-control and 
is determined by age 10 
e Key is supervision and proper discipline 
e Low-self-control remains stable over the life-course 
— Low self-control intersects with opportunity to commit crime 
e GTC can explain why two kids in the same neighborhood could have 
very different criminal propensities 
e Testing GTC 


— Considerable research shows a relationship between low self- 
control and delinquency 


Analyzing the General Theory of Crime 


e Critiques 
— Tautological 
e circular reasoning—those with low self-control commit crime and vice-versa 
— Different classes of criminals not accounted for 


— Racial and Gender Differences 


e Assumes that self-control influences males and females similarly when 
research shows that this may not be true 


— Moral Beliefs 

e Are assumed to not matter 
— Ecological Differences 

e Opportunities change but self control does not 
— Peer Influence 

e Not accounted for 


Class Discussion/Activity 


e Imagine your little brother was caught shoplifting. 
— He is sent to family court 

e The judge believes that he has low self-control and 
that he will continue to commit crime. 
— Thus, he wants to sentence him to juvenile detention until 

he is 18 

e What if you were allowed to make an argument for 

your brother? 


— What would you argue to convince the judge that your 
little brother will not continue to commit crimes? 


Class Discussion/Activity 


e Is self-control a constant or something that 
changes? 

e Come up with one or two scenarios and think 
about your reaction in each situation. 


— Would your reaction be the same regardless of the 
day or week? 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 


lll. Trajectory Theory 


— Offending trajectories 
e People offend at a different pace, 
e commit different kinds of crimes, and 
e are influenced by different external forces 


— Pathways to crime 
e Authority conflict pathway 
— Early age stubborn behavior & resisting authority 
e Covert pathway 


— Minor, underhanded behavior that leads to property damage and then to more serious 
forms of criminality 


e Overt pathway 
— Aggression (e.g., bullying) leading to physical fighting and other violence 
e Those with more than one pathway are more likely to have sustained 
deviant careers 


Foundations of Developmental Theory 


Age of Onset 


Late 


Early 


CRIMINAL % Boys 
CAREER Few 


Violence | Moderate 
(rape, attack, | to Serious 
strongarm) | Delinquency 
(fraud, burglary, 


us theft) 


Authority 
Avoidance 
Minor (truancy, running Minor Covert 
Aggression away, staying out late) Behavior 
(bullying, (shoplifting, 
annoying others) frequent lying) 


Overt Pathway Covert Pathway 


Stubborn Behavior 


Authority Conflict Pathway 
(before age 12) 


Many 


Discussion 


¢ Should young children who have “delinquent 
traits” be monitored more closely, even 
though they have not actually committed 
crimes? Would such monitoring create a self- 
fulfilling prophecy? 


Life-Course Fundamentals 


e Offense Specialization/Generalization 


e Age of Onset/Continuity of Crime 


— Criminal career starts early in life. 


e Persistent criminal offenders begin their careers earlier 
in life. 


e Early onset creates a downward spiral 
— Adolescent-Limited 
e Vs Life-Course Persisters 


— Late starters and abstainers 


Public Policy Implications of Developmental 
Theory 


Multi-faceted treatment efforts designed to 
provide at-risk youths with 

— personal, 

— social, 

— educational, and 

— family services 

Most promising programs focus on improving 
developmental skills 


